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SORTABLE FLOATING POINT NUMBERS 

BACKGROUND 

Efficient representation and manipulation of numbers in 
computer systems presents many challenges for computer 
Scientists and mathematicians. The goal of this art is to find a 
internal computer representation of numbers that: 
Makes efficient use of computer storage (stores the num 

bers in as few bits as possible.) 
Permits easy conversion to numbers for other operations 

(e.g., ASCII for display to users). 
Permits fast numerical computation. 

To reconcile these goals, some computers and devices adopt 
the binary-coded decimal (“BCD) representation. A BCD 
representation stores two decimal digits in a binary byte (8 
binary bits). Each byte in the BCD representation is broken 
down into two groups of four bits. One decimal digit may be 
represented in each group of four bits. Thus, a 10 digit deci 
mal number requires five bytes of storage in the BCD format. 
One of the particularly attractive features of the BCD for 

mat is the ability to convert BCD numbers to decimal num 
bers. Since each BCD number represents discrete decimal 
digits (one digit in four bits), it is relatively simple to deter 
mine the value of each group of four binary bits to determine 
the decimal number of the corresponding decimal digit. 

Despite widespread adoption of this representation, micro 
processor manufacturers have been slow to formally adopt 
the BCD representation. BCD manipulations have thus 
largely been performed in software, as opposed to hardware. 
What prevents manufacturers from including BCD manipu 
lation hardware in their processors is the lack of a formalized 
standard for representing floating point numbers in BCD 
form. Following the codification of a standard, the software 
manufacturers and database manufacturers can make greater 
investments in such a format. With widespread adoption 
comes investment from microprocessor manufacturers in the 
BCD format. 

The emergence of the IEEE 754R representation (“754R) 
addresses the standardization of BCD floating point numbers. 
At the time of this writing, 754R has reached the final stages 
of standardization. In the near future, it is predicted that 
virtually all computer manipulations will be performed in the 
754R format. Of course, there will be considerable latency 
between the time that IEEE 754R is ratified and the time that 
hardware support for this standard is commercially available. 
Current microprocessors do not possess hardware Support for 
this new standard. 

Without dedicated hardware support, 754R presents sig 
nificant challenges to processor manufacturers and Software 
developers who require specific types of calculations to be 
fast. For example, it is computationally expensive to compare 
two 754R values to determine which value has the greater or 
lesser value. Database queries, which are required to return 
their responses in an exceptionally short amount of time, 
cannot afford to absorb the additional processing time needed 
to manipulate numbers stored in the 754R format. Similarly, 
data sort operations are extremely expensive. Without sort 
ability in database systems, 754R numbers may also be 
unable to serve as key fields in tables without implementing 
expensive software operations to convert the 754R numbers 
to a sortable format. Thus, there is a need in the art to provide 
a mechanism for legacy microprocessors and the like to pro 
cess data in the 754R format but also provide for fast data 
comparison operations. 
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2 
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 depicts an illustrative system of the present inven 
tion. 

FIG. 2 depicts illustrative steps of an exemplary embodi 
ment of the present invention. 

FIG. 3 depicts illustrative steps of another exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 4 depicts illustrative steps of another exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 5 depicts illustrative steps of the general encoding 
method. 

FIG. 6 depicts illustrative steps of the general decoding 
method. 

FIG. 7 depicts illustrative steps of the variable-length 
encoding method. 

FIG. 8 depicts illustrative steps of the variable-length 
decoding method. 
FIG.9 depicts representative steps in a preferred embodi 

ment of the present invention. 
FIG. 10 depicts an application accessing a database tier 

according to an exemplary embodiment of the present inven 
tion. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

The present invention contemplates systems and methods 
for efficiently manipulating and comparing floating point 
numbers to render them amenable to bitwise comparisons. 
According to an embodiment of the invention, floating point 
numbers may be converted to a sortable floating point format 
(“SFP) in which a first field stores data representing the 
numbers sign, a second field stores data representing the 
numbers exponent and a third field represents the numbers 
significand. Data in these fields may be organized in binary 
declets, groups often bits. Each declet may represent three 
decimal digits. Such a conversion permits BCD floating point 
representations of a certain bit length (e.g., 32-, 64- or 128 
bits) to be represented in a SFP format with the same bit 
length. In another embodiment, numbers may further becom 
pressed by add-biasing all declets by a predetermined number 
and storing the number of trailing Zero declets (declets con 
taining all Zeros). 
The present invention introduces three exemplary, fixed 

length formats with different lengths: decimal32 (32 bit), 
decimal64 (64bit), and decimal128 (128 bit) encoding. The 
invention contemplates fix-length representations of other 
lengths as well. The present invention also introduces a vari 
able-length encoding which results in a compression factor of 
up to four for 128 bit numbers. 
The present invention provides several advantages over the 

754R format. First, software comparisons in the SFP format 
are markedly improved over those for the 754R format 
because they permit bit-wise comparison functions. Such as 
memcmp(). Additionally, as noted above, the SFP represen 
tation maintains the same bit length as the 754R representa 
tion. Thus, a 128bit number in 754R format can be converted 
to an SFP format that is 128 bits. Third, SFP numbers may be 
compressed, thereby significantly reducing storage require 
ments for such numbers. For example, for the 128-bit format 
of SFP, a compression factor of four may be realized. Finally, 
coming on the heels of standardization, the processing system 
of the present invention, including the possibility to map the 
754R numbers to existing native binary database types per 
mits database manufacturers and other developers to use the 
754R format without waiting for hardware manufacturers to 
provide processors with dedicated support for the new for 
mat. 
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FIG. 1 depicts an exemplary system 10 of the present graphical ordering, a bit value of 0 may be taken to have than 
invention. The system 10 contains a database 12 with data- a bit value of 1. Therefore, the sign-bit of negative numbers 
base table 14 and database processor 16. An interface termi- may be 0 and the sign-bit of positive numbers may be 1 to 
nal 18 is shown in communication with the database proces- permit lexicographical comparison functions to properly 
sor 16. The processor 16 is shown with SFP encoding 5 order the negative and positive numbers. 
software 30 and SFP decoding software 32. A user 20 is In step 212, the exponent-significand may be organized 
shown querying the database 12 via database interface pro- into triplets, groups of three decimal digits (e.g., 123456 
gram 22 on the terminal 18. converts to two triples: 123 and 456). In step 214, BCD-to 
Numbers may be stored in database table 14 in the SFP value transformations may be applied on each triplet in the 

format. The database processor 16, using SFP encoder 30, 10 exponent-significand field (obtains the binary equivalent of 
may encode numbers arriving to be stored in the SFP format. the triple). 
The database processor 16 may use memcmp() to compare A first BCD-to-value transformation may convert the BCD 
numbers within the database, in response to a query. The digits into their 10-bit, binary representations. The transform 
performance of memcmp() is very fast, and thus database finds the binary equivalent of the value represented by the 
queries are likewise very fast. BCD coding. Using the triplet “012 as an example, the 
The following depicts illustrative, general steps carried out transformation obtains the binary value 00 0000 1100. Table 

by microprocessors encoding and decoding numbers of the 1 illustrates transformations that may occur in response to 
present invention. input BCD values. 

TABLE 1. 

DECIMAL VALUE BINARY BIT VALUE OF BCD BIT BINARY 
OF BCD PATTERN OF BCD PATTERN REPRESENTED TRANSFORMATION OF 
TRIPLET TRIPLET IN BINARY TRIPLET 

2S6 OO 100101 0110 598 1OOOOOOOO 
730 O111 OO11 OOOO 1840 1011011010 
897 1OOO 1001 O111 2199 11 1 OOOOOO1 

30 
To begin, any floating point number may be represented Note that the binary bit pattern of a BCD triplet, if it were 

with three fields: interpreted directly as a binary number, would resolve to an 
sign (S) whether the number is positive or negative, incorrect value (in Table 1, BCD256 has a value of 598). The 
exponent—a power of 10, and BCD-to-binary transformation collapses the BCD represen 
significand—the significant portion of the number. 35 tation of a value to its proper value in binary. 

Once the exponent-significand field has been created, the 
For example, the number 86000 may be rewritten as 8.6 10. sign field and exponent-significandfield may be concatenated 
The sign is positive, the exponent is 5, and the significandis to yield the sortable floating point number (Step 216). 
8.6OOO. In alternative embodiments, a sortable floating point num 

FIG. 2 is a flowchart illustrating a conversion method for a 40 ber may contain a leading exponent field. In step 208, the 
number coded as sign, exponent and significand, according to method may optionally create a leading exponent field (LE) 
an embodiment of the present invention. In step 200, the with the leading digits of the exponent. Each representation of 
method optionally normalizes the number to be encoded to numbers of a particular number of bits contains remainder 
align the decimal point of a significand portion and adjust the bits. The invention may group digits, as below described, into 
exponent accordingly. Normalization fixes the radix point of 4s groups of 10 bits called declets. In a 64 bit representation, 60 
all numbers in a processing system and, therefore, makes a bits may be taken up by 6 declets. After reserving one sign bit, 
bitwise comparison between values possible. Note that step three bits may remain to encode a leading digit of the expo 
200 may be optional. The algorithm may take in a number nent and may encode at most one digit. For 32-bit numbers, 
which has already been normalized. one bit may remain (encoding one digit of the exponent) and 

In step 202, the method determines if the number is less so for 128-bit numbers, 7 bits may remain (encoding three dig 
than 0 and, if so, it shifts the exponent and/or significand its). 
fields to preserve lexicographical ordering for bitwise com- In step 210, the method may optionally apply a second 
parison (step 204). When two negative numbers have the BCD-to-binary value transformation on the leading exponent 
same exponent, the number with the higher significand actu- digits, which obtains the binary equivalent of the decimal 
ally has the lower value (e.g., -2.2° 10' is less than -1.1*10'ss number represented by the BCD encoding. This transforma 
(-22<-11) even though the significand 2.2 is greater than tion may be used to retrieve the binary representation of the 
1.1). The shift may overcome this artifact, which can promote correct number of bits of the leading digits of the exponents so 
bitwise comparisons among negative numbers. that the binary bits may later be included in the final SFP 

The shift likewise performs an inverse shift operation on number. 
the exponent to also permit lexicographical comparison of the 60 In an alternative embodiment, the first two digits of the first 
negative numbers. For example, -2.010 is greater than-2.0 declet of the exponent-significand field may be the trailing 
10. Proper lexicographical comparison of these numbers two digits of the exponent. Therefore, a 64-bit number, may 
must perform an inverse operation on the exponents so that have an exponent of 799, 7 represented by the 3 bits of the LE 
the encoded format of the exponent 4 is less than the encoded field and 99 encoded as the first two digits of the exponent 
format of the exponent 3. 65 significand field. 

In step 206, the method may convert the sign-bit of the Consider the foregoing operation in the context of an 
BCD representation into the SFP format. To promote lexico- exemplary number originally encoded as a BCD representa 
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tion of the 64-bit normalized number 2.000000000000000 
10'. This may be encoded as follows: 

TABLE 2 

WIDTH 

1BIT L BITS K* 10 BITS 
Field S LE EXPONENT SIGNIFICAND 

Bitstring 1 100 OOOOOO11OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO . . . 

In step 208, the processor may retrieve the LE digits. Since the 
number is 64-bit, the exponent may have 3 digits and may 
have one digit of the LE field in SFP format. Thus, the expo 
nent may be 401. The LE digit, the first digit of the exponent 
in 64-bit numbers, is 4. Applying step 210, the processor may 
simply convert one BCD digit bit pattern into its equivalent 
binary bit pattern. In the case of one BCD digit, the binary 
equivalent may be retrieved by taking the three least signifi 
cant bits of the BCD bit pattern. The BCD representation of 
the digit 4, 0100, may be converted to its binary representa 
tion, 100. 

Grouping the remainder of the exponent digits and the 
significand into triplets by applying step 212 may yield 

TABLE 3 

EXPONENT SIGNIFICAND 
FIELD SIGN BIT LEDIGITS DIGITS 

digits 1 4 O12 OOOOOOOOO . . . 

The first triple of the exponent-significand may contain the 
trailing two digits of the exponent, 01 as well as the first digit 
of the significand, 2 to yield 012. The next three digits of the 
significand are 000. Hence the next triple is 000, and so on. 
The method may encode the all BCD triplets in binary. 

Since the remaining triples are 000, their binary representa 
tions are likewise all Zeros. 

Four use scenarios may highlight the SFP processing sys 
tems and methods of the present invention. First, in a database 
access Scenario, a user may request the database to select all 
products in a product catalog database which cost more than 
S1.50 and less than $2.00. The user 20 of FIG. 1 may imple 
ment this scenario from a kiosk of a retail establishment. The 
user 20 may be represented with a form on the kiosk, the 
terminal 18, and may enter the appropriate range values on the 
form. Turning to FIG.3, in step 300, from a calling program, 
the user terminal may generate and send a select statement to 
a database requesting all product records wherein the price 
field is greater than 1.50 and less than 2.00. For example, the 
select statement may be “select all from “Products” where 
“price'>1.50 and “price'<2.00.” In step 302, the database 
processor may convert the values 1.50 and 2.00 to the 
encoded format to arrive at the numbers SFP(1.50) and SFP 
(2.00) respectively. In step 204, for each record in the prod 
ucts table, use a bit-wise compare function (such as 
memcmp()) to determine whether the value of the price field 
is greater than SFP (1.50) and less than SFP (2.00). In step 
306, if so, copy the record to an output data set. In step 308, 
return the output data set to the calling program. 

For a table with N products, utilizing the present invention 
may complete the select statement in a time of 2SN+e+d 
while a time of 2N would be required for the select using 
traditional 754R software comparison implementations. S 
may be the factor of Savings gained by comparing two SFP 
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6 
numbers using memcmp as compared to Software compari 
sons of 754R numbers. E may be the time it takes to encode 
the numbers 1.50 and 2.00 in the SFP format. D may be the 
decoding time to decode the price field of each record in the 
output data set. Thus, using an S factor of 0.1 yields a total 
savings of approximately 80 percent. 

In a second scenario, in a table storing experiment data for 
different compound mixtures keyed by mass of the com 
pounds, demonstrate that an entry with a value of 10 should 
not create a new record when a record already exists with a 
key of 10.0. Turning to the flowchart of FIG.4, in step 400, the 
user enters the experiment data for a compound record with a 
key mass of 10. In step 402, a calling program converts the 
data (including the key of 10) to encoded format (including 
SFP(10)). In step 404, the calling program generates and 
sends an insert statement with a key of encoded(10) to the 
database. In checking for duplicate keys in the table in step 
406, for each table record, use a bit-wise comparison function 
(such as memcmp()) to determine whether the data in the 
mass field matches the mass of encoded (10) in the insert 
statement (note that this comparison excludes examination of 
the scale variable). In step 408, the database processor 
retrieves a record with a key of SFP(10.0) (note that in ordi 
nary databases this behavior may not occur because the inter 
nal representations for 10 and 10.0 may differ). In step 410. 
the database processor returns a duplicate key error to the 
calling program. 

In a third scenario, depicted in FIG. 5, the system sorts a set 
of student records in a table by student ID (using a bubble 
sort). In step 500, from a calling program, the terminal may 
generate and send a request to a database for a set of student 
records sorted by student ID. The database may perform a 
bubble sort (with a processing time of O(N)) on the student 
records table, where N is the time it takes to compare two 
ID's. In step 502, load the database processor may load the 
student ID's into a temporary memory, starting at a storage 
position of O and ending at a storage position of size-1, 
where size is the number of student-records in the database. In 
step 504, for i is a counter from size-1 to 0. In step 506, for 
is a counter from 1 to i. In step 508, if the student ID in the j-1 
position is greater than the student ID in the position, using 
a bit-wise comparison function (such as memcmp()) for the 
comparison, then Swap the student's ID in the and j-1 
positions in step 510. Note that this algorithm performs com 
parisons on the order of n2. In step 512, after the sort is 
completed, for each student ID from the IO position to the 
size-1 position of the Sorted, temporary memory, retrieve 
the student ID record corresponding to the student ID and 
place it into a return memory. In step 514, return the return 
memory to the calling program. 

Using a time savings factor of 0.1, the above sort may save 
approximately 99 percent (0.1N)=0.01N). 
A fourth scenario highlights the compression of the vari 

able-length aspect of the present invention. A database having 
the capacity of storing one billion 128 bit numbers would 
ordinarily consume approximately 15.3 gigabytes of disk 
space. Each 128-bit number consumes sixteen bytes of disk 
space. One billion of such numbers consume sixteen billion 
bytes, or 15.3 GB of disk space. With a compression factor of 
four using the variable-length encoding, the same database 
may be stored in as small as 3.8 GB of disk space. 

It is important to note that two scenarios highlight the 
impact of the present invention. In a two-tiered scenario, the 
introduction of sortable floating point numbers makes it pos 
sible to develop high-level applications that perform opera 
tions on 754 numbers while permitting databases to store 
these numbers. In FIG. 10, an application level tier 1000 
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performs calculations on 754 numbers within an application 
1002. For example, the application may be a sales order and 
delivery system. The application level tier may communicate 
with the database tier 1004 by way of a database access 
subsystem 1006 within application 1002. Application 1002 
may pose a query 1012 to the database for all products costing 
S1.50. Within the database 1004, table 1008 may be accessed 
in response to a query from application 1002. Database table 
1008 may contain field 1010. 

Field 1010 must utilize data types native to the database 
1004 because databases are relatively inflexible with rich data 
types. Databases typically contain 4-bit, 8-bit, and 16-bit 
binary data types for storing arbitrary, richer data types. It 
may be possible to map 754 numbers into these types directly. 
However, doing so renders databases unable to perform que 
ries on the key fields to retrieve the requested data. The 
primary comparison function used by databases on the binary 
data types is memcmp(). Since 754R numbers are not inher 
ently sortable with respect to the memcmp() function, the 
database would be unable to retrieve data from query 1012 
without (1) the database storing the data in a sortable format 
and (2) query 1012 presenting a sortable number for the 
database to use infulfilling its query. Thus, introduction of the 
Sortable floating point numbers permits application develop 
ers to begin development of applications using the 754 num 
ber format utilizing existing database systems. 

In another scenario, a single tiered approach highlights 
performance gains realized by the present invention. Data 
base manufacturers may wish to Support native storage of 754 
numbers. This means that database manufacturers may create 
rich data types which are able to capture the 754 number 
format. Databases may either compare 754 numbers natively 
or store an alternate representation of the numbers. In the first 
case, a software library may be used. However, the perfor 
mance penalties in this approach make it unrealistic. In the 
second case, the database may create an alternate format used 
for comparisons. Since databases naturally use memcmp() 
for comparisons, it is advantageous to use an alternative for 
mat which is sortable. Introduction of sortable floating point 
numbers facilitates database support for 754 numbers. 

FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating a decoding method 
according to an embodiment of the present invention. This 
method may generally invert the processes performed in FIG. 
2. In step 600, the method may retrieve the sign of the number 
from the sign field of the number in the SFP format. The sign, 
as encoded, may be 0 if the SFP number is negative and 1 if 
positive. 

In step 604, the method may retrieve the BCD digits of the 
exponent and the significand field by applying a first value 
to-BCD transformation on the exponent-significand field of 
the encoded format (obtains the BCD equivalent of the binary 
representation of the declet). In other words, the first value 
to-BCD transformation may convert a declet of 10-bits into 3 
groups of four bits in BCD, each 4 bits representing each of 
the three digits encoded in binary of the declet. 

In step 602, the method may optionally retrieve the leading 
digits of the exponent by applying a second value-to-BCD 
transformation on the LE field bits of the encoded format 
(obtains the BCD equivalent of the binary representation of 
the leading exponent digits). Each number of bit representa 
tions may contain varying numbers of bits depending on the 
bit representation. Thus, 1 bit may be retrieved for 32-bit 
numbers, 3 bits for 64-bit, and 7bits for 128-bit numbers. The 
second value-to-BCD takes as input the LE field bits and 
outputs BCD digits corresponding thereto. 

Optionally, in step 606, if the sign of the number is nega 
tive, then in step 608, the method may optionally shift the 
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8 
exponent and significand to restore the shift performed in the 
general encoding method. A shift may have been performed 
during encoding to permit lexicographical comparison of 
significands and exponents of negative numbers; the inverse 
shift operation may allow the number to be properly evalu 
ated. Once the sign, exponent, and significand have been 
retrieved in the decoding method, they may be used to con 
struct the original 754R number. 
An example of the general decoding method may clarify 

the invention. The SPF number represented in Table 2 may be 
decoded into the normalized number 2.000000000000000 
10'. Applying step 600, the sign may be retrieved. Since the 
sign field contains a single bit set to 1, the normalized number 
is positive. 

Applying step 602, the next three bits, 100, may be con 
verted to the first digit of the exponent. Three bits may be 
retrieved because 64-bit numbers may contain a LE field 
of three bits. A second value-to-BCD transform, which 
may be the inverse of the second BCD-to-value trans 
form described in conjunction with FIG. 2, may be 
applied to the three bits 100 to arrive at the BCD digit 
01.00 (which has a value of 4). 

Applying step 604, the first declet of the SPF number, 
0000001100 (which has a value of 12) may be converted 
to a three digit, BCD triple using a first value-to-BCD 
transformation to arrive at the original BCD digit triple. 
The first binary declet bit pattern (which has a value of 
12) thus yields a 12 bit binary bit pattern of three 4-bit 
BCD digits with the values 0, 1, and 2 respectively. As 
with the exemplary, first BCD-to-value transformation, 
the exemplary, first value-to-BCD transformation may 
inherently convert the binary bit pattern in a declet to a 
BCD bit pattern. In a more understandable method, the 
first declet may be evaluated to arrive at the decimal 
value 12. A value-to-BCD transformation may be 
applied to convert the number 12 into the number 18. 
Grouping the binary bit pattern for the number 18 
(000000010010) into 3 groups of 4 bits may yield the 
three BCD digits of 0, 1, and 2 respectively. The leading 
exponent digit, 4, may then be combined with the trail 
ing exponent digits (from the first declet of the exponent 
significand field), 01, to arrive at the full exponent 401. 
The remainder of the digits may thus be the full signifi 
cand. The sign, exponent, and significand may then be 
combined in the 754R format. 

Other embodiments of the present invention may provide 
further efficiencies by coding a floating point representation 
of a number in a variable length format. The variable length 
coding format can conserve resources within a computer 
system by storing coded numbers with higher data packing 
ratios than are permissible with the conventional IEEE 754R 
coding scheme or with the coding scheme of FIG. 5. 
The variable encoding method may omit coding of trailing 

0 declets in a significandandinstead, may encode a run length 
of number of 0 declets. This thereby saves space ordinarily 
occupied by declets of trailing Zeros. 

In this embodiment, the variable SPF format may contain: 
A sign field, 
A leading exponent field, 
An exponent-significand field, and 
A field (Z) that represents the number of trailing 0 declets. 
FIG. 7 represents illustrative steps for encoding numbers 

using the variable encoding method carried out by micropro 
cessors of the present invention. In step 700, the micropro 
cessor carries out the steps of FIG. 5 of the General Encoding 
Method. This yields an SPF number. 
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In step 702, the processor may calculate a bias, which may 
encode the declets of the SPF number so that the Z field may 
be distinguished from the remainder of the exponent-signifi 
cand. For example, the bias may be calculated using the 
formula if the sign of the SPF number is greater than or equal 
to 0, 

val(d. 2, d1,d)->999-val(d. 2, d1,d), where 

p is the number of possible digits of the significand. For 
128-bit numbers, there may be 34 digits. Applying the 
bias formula yields 12. 
Note that val(... 11010011)=... 1*27+1*2+0*2+ 

18240* 230* 221*211: 20 

In step 704, from most to least significant declet, the pro 
cessor may apply the bias until the first declet containing 
trailing Zeros is reached. For example, given a bias B, declets 
with the values dec, dec, and decs may be biased by adding 
B to arrive at biased declets dec+B, dec-B, and dec-B. 

In step 706, the processor may store the number of trailing 
0 declets in a Z field. The Z field may comprise the most 
significant Zero declet of the trailing Zero declets. The bias, 
for example, may correspond to the number of trailing Zero 
declets. Thus, any declet dec, that has a value greater than the 
bias may be known to be part of the exponent-significand. 
Arriving at a declet with a value less than or equal to the bias 
may indicate that the Z field has been reached. Thus, the bias 
helps to distinguished between declets containing the expo 
nent-significand and the Z field. 
The following example may help to illustrate the variable 

length encoding method. To encode the 128-bit number 
1.900000000000000000000000000000000 107, (32 trail 
ing Zeros) the general encoding method may yield the number 

10 

15 

25 

30 

TABLE 4 

WIDTH 

1BIT 7 BITS 2 * 10 BITS 
Field S LE EXPONENT SIGNIFICAND 

Bitstring 1 O111101 11OOO10111111 OOOO1OOOOOOOOOOOO ... 
decimal values 61 791 900 OOO ... 

(decimal values of declets) 

Applying step 702, the 128-bit number may yield a bias of 
12 (see above). 
Applying step 704, each declet may be biased with a bias of 

12. The first declet, having a value of 791, may be added by 12 
to yield 803. The second declet, having a value of 900, may be 
biased to yield 912. Biasing may yield 

TABLE 5 

WIDTH 

1BIT 7 BITS 2 * 10 BITS 
FIELD S LE EXPONENT SIGNIFICAND 

Bitstring 1 O111101 11 OO1OOO11 111 OO1 OOOOOOOOOOOOOO . . . 
decimal values 61 803912 000... (decimal values of declets) 

Applying step 706, the number of trailing Zero declets, 3, 
may be stored in the Z field, which may be the first 0 declet of 
the trailing 0 declets. There may be 10trailing Zero declets, 30 
trailing Zeros, 3 Zeros per declet, yields 10 trailing Zero 
declets. This may yield 

45 

65 

TABLE 6 

WIDTH 

2 * 10 BITS 
1BIT 7 BITS EXPONENT 1O BITS 

FIELD S LE SIGNIFICAND Z. 

Bitstring 1 O111101 11 OO1OOO11 111 OO1 OOOO OOOOOO1010 
decimal 61 803912 10 
values (decimal values of declets) 

In an alternative embodiment, the first, most significant declet 
of the SFP number may not be biased. This declet may be 
significant because it may contain the trailing digits of the 
exponent not encoded in the LE field as well as the beginning 
digits of the significand. The first declet may not contain 
trailing Zeros. There may be no danger of confusing the first 
declet for a declet of trailing Zeros. Therefore, not biasing this 
first declet may optimize the variable-length encoding time. 

FIG.8 represents illustrative steps carried out by the micro 
processor in decoding numbers previously encoded using the 
variable length encoding method. In step 800, the processor 
may retrieve the number of trailing 0 declets from the Z field. 
The Z field may be distinguished because it may be the only 
declet which has a value less than or equal to the bias. Retriev 
ing the number of trailing Zeros may aid in reconstructing the 
precision of the original number. 

In step 802, the processor may unbias all declets, from the 
second most significant declet to the last declet that contains 

1O BITS 
Z. 

XXXXXXXXX 

portions of the exponent-significand field. This step returns 
the exponent-significand field to the format of the fix-length 
SFP format. 

In step 804, the processor may perform the steps of FIG. 6 
of the General Decoding Method to retrieve the normalized 
form of the number. The number of trailing Zeros may be 

1O BITS 
Z. 

XXXXXXXXX 

appended to the representation retrieved from the variable 
length decoding to preserve the original precision. 
An example may illustrate the variable-length decoding 

method. Applying step 800, to the number represented in 
Table 5, the first declet that does not contain exponent digits 
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may be retrieved. Since that declet contains a value greater 
than the bias of 12, it may not contain the number of trailing 
Zero declets. The second declet likewise is greater than the 
bias. The third declet, however, is 10, which is less than the 
bias. 10 is thus the number of trailing Zeros. Locating the Z 
field may also signify the boundary of the number. 

Applying step 802, the declets of the exponent-significand 
field may be unbiased. The first declet, having a value of 803, 
may be subtracted by the bias of 12 to yield 791. The second 

5 

declet, having a value of 912, may be subtracted by the bias of 10 
12 to yield 900. The third declet is less than the bias, and thus 
the unbiasing step may be finished. 

Finally, in step 804, the SFP number may be augmented 
with the proper number of trailing Zero declets, given by the 
value of the Z field, and the general decoding method may be 
performed tO yield the number 
1.900000000000000000000000000000000 107. 

In an alternative embodiment, the normalized format of the 
BCD numbers may be described as follows. 

Let De SignxDigits xDigits be a number representable 
in the form (-1) 10 f, where: 

the sign S is 0 or 1 
the exponent e is an integer with 1-emax<es emax 
the fractional significand f is a number represented by 
dodd2 . . . d. 1, where .. p-13 

p is the precision 

Then D may be in a normalized floating-point format. 

EXAMPLE 

2000.00=(decimal64) 200000 
2.000000000000000 10 

It may be advantageous to normalize numbers because 
comparisons on those numbers may then be carried out in the 
same order of magnitude. 

In an alternative embodiment, the processor may use 
encoded numbers of different bit lengths, such as 4-bit, 8-bit, 
and 256-bit numbers. 

10°=(normalization) 
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12 
that is lower than a biased positive exponent value. Thus, a 
bitwise comparison between these values will indicate that 
the value with the positive exponent is greater than the value 
with the negative exponent. For example, the unbiased expo 
nent 3 of the number 2.00000000000000 10 may be biased to 
yield an biased exponent of 401. 

In yet another alternative embodiment, the inverse shift 
operations of the encoding methods may follow the formula: 

Depending on sign(D) the following transformations to the 
exponent and significand may be performed: 
If Ds0 then esse?--(e-set-3-epise) and m-> 

(m,n-m) 

If D >=0 then ee->es and m->m 

EXAMPLE 

-1.700000000000001 10 

m->(m-m)=(9999999999999999– 
1700000000000001)=8299999999999998 

Hence, the number to be encoded may be: 
8.299999999999998 10. The inverse shifts may be per 
formed to preserve the lexicographical ordering of negative 
numbers. 

In another embodiment, the SPF number may be con 
structed by placing, from most significant to least significant 
byte, the sign field, LE field, and exponent-significand field. 
For example, the number 2.000000000000000 10' in Table 
2 may be represented by the bit pattern 1 100 0000001100 
00000000000000000000... bit-wise comparison functions, 
Such as memcmp(), may easily compare SPF numbers by 
performing a simple bit-wise check to see whether a first 
number is less than equal to, or greater than a second number. 

In yet another embodiment, a separate scale variable may 
In another embodiment, the exponents may be biased to " be used to store the scale of a number. The scale may corre 

make room for lexicographical ordering to include the nega- spond to the precision of the number. For example, the num 
tive exponents. For example, the following exponent biases ber 2.000000 10' may have a scale of 6. This scale may be 
may be applied for the following numeric lengths: stored in a separate variable as shown below. 

TABLE 8 

WIDTH 

1BIT L BITS K* 10 BITS 
FIELD S LE EXPONENT SIGNIFICAND SCALE 

Bitstring 1 100 OOOOOO11 OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO 110 
decimal representation 4 012 000 000... (value of triples) 6 

55 
TABLE 7 Storing the scale in a separate variable permits SFP numbers 

to be distinguished based on their scale. For example, 10 may 
Eax EXPONENT BIAS EA4x4SE be distinguished from 10.0. 

ENE. s Ros 1. In other embodiments, the first value-to-BCD transforma 
DECIMAL128 6144 6176 12320 "tion may be the inverse of the first BCD-to-value transforma 

tion. Since the BCD-to-value transformation encodes the first 
digit of an exponent-significand field as a binary bit pattern, 
the inverse value-to-BCD transformation converts the binary 

By biasing exponents, the present invention preserves the 6s representation to a BCD bit pattern. Likewise, the second 
integrity of bitwise comparison functions. A negative expo 
nent value, when biased, is represented by an exponent value 

value-to-BCD transformation may be the inverse of the sec 
ond BCD-to-value transformation. 
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Similarly, the unbias shifting operation of the general 
decoding method may be the inverse of the bias shifting 
operation of the general encoding method. Since exponents 
and significands may be shifting if the sign of the original 
number is negative, the unbiasing operation may restore the 
number to its original form. 

In other embodiments, unused bit patterns of the general 
format may be used to encode the non-numbers, such as 
infinity, +/-SNaN, and +/-NaN. Likewise, unused bit pat 
terns may be used to encode representations for the number 0. 
Refer to the table below for further illustrative examples. 

TABLE 9 

DECIMAL32 DECIMAL64 

NAN 
SNAN 

INFINITY 
-INFINITY 
-SNAN 
-NAN 

OxFDEOOOOO 
OxFD70OOOO 
OxFD6FFFFF 
OxOOAFFFFF 
OxOOAOOOOO 
OxOOOOOOOO 

OxFD48OOOOOOOOOOO 
OxFD2OOOOOOOOOOOO 
OXFCFOOOOOOOOOOOO 
OxOOSOOOOOOOOOOOO 
OxOO28OOOOOOOOOOO 
OxOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO 

In some embodiments, a separate scale variable may be 
used to track the precision of the numbers. In other embodi 
ments, the scale may be encoded in unused space in the 
encoded format. 

Either big endian, little endian, or other byte-orderings 
may be used. Also, the algorithm may be used to encode and 
manipulate numbers of other formats, such as conversion to 
decimal, binary, BCD, or the like. 
The following represents a more detailed description of 

aspects of the present invention. An example of applying the 
exemplary BCD-to-value transformation follows. 
The first example converts a BCD digit triple into its binary 

equivalent bit pattern. 

(did, d2)) DIV256)* 156 (val (bcd(a,d2)) 
DIV16)* 6. 

EXAMPLE 

Let the BCD-bit-pattern in memory be bcd(dd.d.)=0x 
123 (12-bit long) and hence bcd(dd)=0x23 

Evaluating the BCD-bit patterns as a decimal number may 
yield: 

val(bcd(d. 1d2))=val(0x23)=35 

Computing the right-hand-side of the formula may yield: 

(DIV denotes the integer division, i.e. it takes only the integer 
part) 

val(bin (dd.d.))=291-156-12=123 

the binary bit-pattern is bin (d, d, da)=0x7B=0.1111011 
A second example converts two BCD digits into their 

binary equivalent bit pattern. 
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14 
EXAMPLE 

Let the BCD-bit-pattern in memory be bcd(ee)=0x12 
val(bcd(ee))=val(0x12)=18 

Computing the right hand side of the formula may yield: 

the binary bit-pattern is bin ()=0x7B=01111011 

DECIMAL128 

OxFB398OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO 
OxFB37OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO 
OxFB348OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO 
OxOOOSOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO 
OxOOO28OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO 
OxOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO 

Likewise, an example applying the value-to-BCD transfor 
mation may be shown as follows. 
A third example converts a binary bit pattern into its 

equivalent BCD digit triple. 

val(bcd(dd.1, d2))-val (bin(dd.d. 2))+(val (bin 

EXAMPLE 

Let the binary declet bit-pattern in memory be bind, d. 
da)=0x2A5 (10-bit long) 

Evaluating the binary declets as a decimal may yield: 

val(bin (d., d.1, d. 2))=677 

val(bin (d1,d2)=77 

Computing the right hand side of the formula may yield: 
(val (bin(dd.d.)) DIV100)*156=(677DIV100)* 

156=68156=936 

(val (bin(d. 

the bit-pattern of 1655 is 0x677 which is exactly the bcd 
bit-pattern of 677. 
A fourth example converts a binary bit pattern into its 

equivalent two BCD digits bit pattern. 

EXAMPLE 

Let the binary pattern in memory be bin(ee)=0x23 
val(bin(ee))=35 

Computing the right hand side of the formula may yield: 
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TABLE 11-continued 

Number memory contect (in hex) 

-1.80000... 1 10? 
-1.9 10? 

ex -In, 10 

As noted, the foregoing embodiments find application for 10 
recoding numbers coded according to the IEEE754R format. 
The basic IEEE 754R format consists of 4 fields: 

1-bit sign field S. 
5-bit “combination field' G which contains two leading 

exponent digits and one leading significand digit. 
8/10/14-bit “following exponent field F (for decimal32/ 

decimal64/decimal128 formats) which contains the 
remaining exponent digits. 

20/50/110-bit trailing significandfieldT of densely packed 
declets (DPD) containing 3 decimal BCD digits. The 20 
bcd digits are right-aligned. 

15 

360 B2 
18 

memcmp 

exponent to preserve the original value of the number as the 
raddix point is moved. For example, the number 
2000.000000000000 10' may be normalized to yield 
2.000000000000000 10. Normalization permits the expo 
nents of the present invention to be properly compared in the 
encoded format. Although, the normalization step may be 
optional if numbers arrive to be encoded having already been 
normalized. 

In step 904, the sign of the 754 number may be converted to 
the sign of the SFP format. If the 754 number is negative, the 
sign may be 0. Otherwise, the sign may be 1. 

2OSO,110 BITS 
trailing significand T 

DPD(ds -3, d3 -2, d3 -) fo... 

TABLE 12 

WIDTH 

1BIT 5 BITS 6.8.12 BITS 
Field S G F 

Bitstring S Go . . . G4 F2 . . . F. - 1 

most least msb...lsb msb... sb 
significand bit 

The three fields S. G., T destroy the byte-wise binary sortabil 
ity of the IEEE 754R encoding. Because exponent data is 
distributed across both the G and F fields but can be inter 
rupted by significand values also contained in the G field, a 
bitwise comparison of two numbers is not possible. Further 
more, the property to store scale information also can prevent 
a sortable encoding. 

Embodiments of the present invention propose to recode 
IEEE754R into the SFP format described above. To recode 
this data, exponent values from the G and F fields are reorga 
nized into a continuous exponent field. Similarly, significand 
data from the G and T fields are reorganized into a continuous 
significand field. The exponent values are appended to the 
significand values with the exponent value occupying more 
significant bit positions than the significand values. Having 
reorganized the data as such, the data is amenable for trans 
formation as discussed hereinabove. 
The following represents a preferred encoding method of 

the present invention. An example showing the encoding of 
the 64-bit, 754 number 2000.000000000000 10' helps to 
clarify this embodiment. 

According to the IEEE 754R specification, subpatterns of 
twelve bits (representing three 4-bit BCD digits) are com 
pressed into Subpatterns of ten bits called densely packed 
declets (“DPD). In a first step 900, a transformation may be 
applied to decompress the DPD's into their 4-bit BCD digit 
triples. Reference may be made to the IEEE 754R specifica 
tion for examples of the decompression transformation. In 
step 902, the resulting decompressed 754 number may be 
normalized according to the description above. The normal 
ization step may fix the raddix point to yield one digit of the 
significand to the left of the raddix point and the remaining 
digits to the right. The normalization step may also alter the 
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msb... sb 

In step 906, the exponent may be biased to permit lexico 
graphic ordering of the negative exponents without the need 
for storing a separate sign for the exponent. An exponent bias 
value of 398 may be added to the exponent. For example, the 
exponent of 3 may become 401. In another example, an 
exponent of-397 may become 1. 

In step 908, shift operations may be performed on the 
exponent and significand to further preserve lexicographic 
ordering of the number. This shift may be performed if the 
sign of the 754 number is negative. Reference may be made 
above for an example of this shift operation. In the current 
example, since the exponent-biased number 
2.000000000000000 10' is positive, the shift operation may 
be skipped. 

In step 910, a leading exponent field may be created by 
extracting the first digit(s) of the exponent and encoding it in 
the correct number of bits. In this example, the first BCD digit 
of the exponent is 0100, or 4. According to the preferred 
embodiment, the leading exponent field of 64-bit numbers 
may contain three bits. Retrieving the three least significant 
bits of the BCD bit pattern for 4 may yield 100. Thus, the 
leading exponent field may be 100. 

In step 912, an exponent-significand field may be created 
by grouping the remaining digits of the exponent and the 
significand into digit triples and transforming those triples 
into declets. In the example, the remaining BCD digits of the 
exponent are 0000 and 0001, or the digits 0 and 1. The 
significand contains the BCD digits 0010, 0000, 0000,..., or 
the digits 2, 0, 0, ... Grouping the exponent and significand 
digits may yield the first BCD digit triple of 0000 0001 0010, 
or 0 1 2. The next triple may be 000000000000, or 000. The 
remaining triples may likewise have Zero values. 
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A transformation may be applied to each digit triple as 
described above. For example: 

Since the first digit of the BCD digit triple is 0, a two digit 
transformation may be applied. 

EXAMPLE 

Let the BCD-bit-pattern in memory be bcd(ee)=0x12 
val(bcd(eoe))=val(0x12)=18 

the binary bit-pattern of the resulting declet may be 
OOOOOO11 OO. 

Since the remaining BCD triples are 0s, the resulting 
binary declets may also be 0. 

Finally, in step 914, the sign, leading exponent field, and 
exponent-significand field may be arranged, from most to 
least significant bit, by concatenating the sign field, followed 
by the leading exponent field, followed by the exponent 
significand field. This may yield: 

TABLE 13 

WIDTH 

1BIT L BITS K* 10 BITS 
Field S LE EXPONENTSIGNIFICAND 

Bitstring 1 100 OOOOOO11 OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO . . . 

Several embodiments of the present invention are specifi 
cally illustrated and described herein. However, it will be 
appreciated that modifications and variations of the present 
invention are covered by the above teachings and within the 
purview of the appended claims without departing from the 
spirit and intended scope of the invention. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A method of accessing a database from a first processor, 

said first processor Supporting coding of numbers according 
to IEEE745R format, said first processor accessing said data 
base through a network, the database being controlled by a 
second processor that is not in compliance with IEEE745R, 
the method comprising: 

receiving, by the second processor, an input number as a 
query to a field of the database, wherein exponent values 
and significand values of the input number are repre 
sented in BCD form; 

encoding the input number by: 
converting, by the second processor, a sign of the input 
number into a sortable representation to yield a sign 
field; and 

organizing, by the second processor, the exponent values 
ahead the significand values in significance order, 

for each consecutive triplet of BCD values, transform 
ing, by the second processor, the triplet into binary 
valuations of the decimal number represented by the 
triplet, each transformed triplet yielding a binary 
declet, 

coding, by the second processor, the input number in a 
Sortable floating point form represented by a concat 
enation of the binary declets and a sign bit, 
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20 
comparing, by the second processor, the encoded input 

number with numbers stored in the field of the database, 
retrieving, by the second processor, data stored in the data 

base based on the comparison, and 
transmitting, by the second processor, the retrieved data to 

the first processor through the network. 
2. The method of claim 1 further comprising compressing 

the Sortable floating point number by omitting from the num 
ber trailing declets having Zero value and including a length 
field to identify the number of declets so omitted. 

3. The method of claim 1, further comprising, for any BCD 
values not included in a triplet, transforming the values into a 
binary valuation. 

4. The method of claim 1, wherein a bit length of a trans 
formed number is no greater than a bit length of the input 
number. 

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising, prior to the 
transforming, adding a bias to the exponent value to accom 
modate negative exponent values without requiring an expo 
nent sign. 

6. The method of claim 1, further comprising, prior to the 
transforming, adding a bias to the significand value to accom 
modate negative significand values. 

7. The method of claim 1, further comprising, coding a sign 
of the input number, whereina sign value of a positive number 
is greater than a sign value of a negative number. 

8. The method of claim 1 further comprising, prior to the 
transforming, normalizing the input number to place a radix 
point of the input number at a known position of the signifi 
cand. 

9. The method of claim 1 wherein the first processor Sup 
ports a user interface from which a user sends a price request 
to a produce catalog stored in the database. 

10. A method of accessing a database from a first processor, 
said first processor Supporting coding of numbers according 
to IEEE745R format, said first processor accessing said data 
base through a network, the database being controlled by a 
second processor that is not in compliance with IEEE745R, 
the method comprising: 

receiving, by the second processor, an input number as a 
query to a field of the database, the input number being 
a Sortable floating point number; 

encoding the input number by: 
decompressing, by the second processor, the input num 

ber; 
normalizing, by the second processor, the input number; 
if the input number is less than 0, shifting, by the second 

processor, the exponent and significand fields; 
converting, by the second processor, the sign of the input 
number into a sortable representation to yield a sign 
field; 

creating, by the second processor, a leading exponent 
field; 

organizing, by the second processor, an exponent-sig 
nificand field into triplets with triplet digits from the 
remaining exponent bits and the significand of the 
input number; 

applying, by the second processor, abcd-to-value trans 
formation on the triplets in the exponent-significand 
field to yield declets; and 

assembling, by the second processor, the sign, leading 
exponent field, and exponent-significandfield into the 
Sortable floating point number, 

comparing, by the second processor, the encoded input 
number with numbers stored in the field of the database, 

retrieving, by the second processor, data stored in the data 
base based on the comparison, and 
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transmitting, by the second processor, the retrieved data to 
the first processor through the network. 

11. The method of claim 10, wherein the first processor 
Supports a user interface from which a user sends a price 
request to a produce catalog stored in the database. 

12. A method for accessing a database from a first proces 
Sor, said first processor Supporting coding of numbers accord 
ing to IEEE745R format, said first processor accessing said 
database through a network, the database being controlled by 
a second processor that is not in compliance with IEEE745R, 
the method comprising: 

receiving, by the second processor, an input number as a 
query to a field of the database, the input number being 
a sortable floating point number in a variable length 
format; 

encoding the input number by: 
decompressing, by the second processor, an input num 

ber; 
normalizing, by the second processor, the input number; 
if the input number is less than 0, shifting, by the second 

processor, the exponent and significand fields; 
converting, by the second processor, the sign of the input 
number into a sortable representation to yield a sign 
field; 

creating, by the second processor, a leading exponent 
field; 
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organizing, by the second processor, an exponent-sig 

nificand field into triplets with triplet digits from the 
remaining exponent bits and the significand of the 
input number; 

applying, by the second processor, a BCD-to-value 
transformation on the triplets in the exponent-signifi 
cand field to yield declets: 

biasing, by the second processor, the declets with an 
offset bias, from the second most significant declet to 
the last declet before the trailing 0 declets; 

storing, by the second processor, the number of trailing 
0 declets in a Z field; and 

assembling, by the second processor, the sign field, lead 
ing exponent field, exponent-significandfield, and the 
Z field into the sortable floating point number 

comparing, by the second processor, the encoded input 
number with numbers stored in the database, 

retrieving, by the second processor, data stored in the field 
of the database based on the comparison, and 

transmitting, by the second processor, the retrieved data to 
the first processor through the network. 

13. The method of claim 12, wherein the first processor 
Supports a user interface from which a user sends a price 
request to a produce catalog stored in the database. 
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